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Abstract: The paper describes the long persisting traditional hunting and trapping practices among the Nagas by 
looking into various traditional knowledge and beliefs system embedded at various stages of hunting and 
trapping methods among the Nagas of Northeast India. The premise of this paper also developed to ascertain the 
fact that the Naga primitive traditional cultures for so long persist and kept away from the influence of higher 
civilization. Though legal engagement in hunting and trapping activities are no more a year round occupation, 
the continuities of this culture persists to see for various reasons. 
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Introduction 
  Geographically, Northeast India “is 
destined to play the most crucial role in shaping the 
Indian nation in the eastern part of the country, and 
this region of India could rightly be equated with 
the former northwest India, through which India 
was linked with western and central Asia” 
(Sharma, 1991, p.41). The state of Nagaland is one 
among the eight North- Eastern states of India 
bounded by Assam in the west, Myanmar on the 
east, Manipur in the south and Arunachal Pradesh 
and part of Assam in the north. If a country like 
India is proud of its „unity in diversity‟ from social, 
cultural, economic, political and geographical point 
of view, the state of Nagaland stands out as one of 
the best examples with diverse composition of 
cultures, customs and traditions which gives rise to 
the infinite varieties of races and cultures, with 
which India is distinguished today. The inhabitants 
of the state of Nagaland are known by its common 
identical name as Nagas. 
Amidst different cultural changes in the 
process of civilization, hunting and trapping 
practices though no more a year round occupation 
still find its ways in the life of many tribal 
communities in India. Nagas are not an exception 
where considerable pockets of population continue 
to engage in this primitive origin culture through 
different means and ways of traditional methods 
and knowledge of acquiring the game. Hunting 
which was once considered as a mode of 
subsistence economy that carried human society 
until agriculture took over as a way of life 
continues to have its important role in the socio and 
cultural life of the Nagas. The antiquity of hunting-
gathering way of life in India goes back to the 
Middle Pleistocene and possibly even earlier. By 
the beginning of the Holocene, hunter-gatherers of 
Stone Age had extended their settlement into 
almost all parts of the country (Misra & Nagar, 
1994).  
The popular tradition of this culture 
among the Nagas promotes and upholds clan and 
family relationship among the hunters community 
through the culture of sharing the game in different 
occasions. For instance, one can see even today 
among the Chakhesang Nagas how the hunters take 
pride and honor in decorating their houses with the 
skull of the hunted animals and birds signifying the 
sign of achievement. Similarly like the Nagas, the 
essence of hunting and related culture attached to 
its practices is also found among different tribal 
people of Northeast India. For instance, in Mizo 
society, a hunter is an honored person and occupies 
a high status, privilege and prestige in the 
traditional Mizo society. Thanchhuahpa is the title 
given to a man who distinguishes himself by killing 
considerable number of wild animals.  It was the 
dream of every man to attain such position in their 
lifetime among the traditional Mizo society 
(Malsawngliana, 2004). 
Significance of hunting 
The influencing factors for the continuity 
of hunting and trapping culture are of multiple 
reasons based on personal taste, expertise and 
various other aspects. Some of the overview 
observation today which may not be necessarily 
linked with traditional value of embedded culture 
could include their love to go outdoors in 
appreciation of the beauty of nature and to get 
experience in the wild environment and nature. 
Others may simply go for the love of having 
companionship of each another as a recreation in 
the forest during the activities of hunting. On the 
related subject study and question of various 
reasons for hunting, Shawn in his paper finds out 
that, there are probably as many reasons that people 
chose to hunt, however there seems to be few 
commonalities among the many reasons. 
According to Shawn, the ancestral urge to hunt, 
and to seek the companionship of those who do, is 
buried deep in the psyche of many humans and it 
emerge most often to those who have, or have had, 
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a continuing association with the land. 
Companionship and sharing the hunting experience 
with friends has increasingly become the important 
motivation (Shawn, 1997). The above observation 
put forth by Shawn may not be relevant to all 
hunting communities alike and could differ from 
one context to another in due course of time for 
different people.  
 In the context of the Nagas, the concept 
of hunting including different types of trapping 
practices goes beyond seeking companionship. It 
includes value embedded culture, for instance it is 
still found that there can be no other better ways for 
hunters in welcoming their guests with the hunted 
game. Also another important reason for hunting is 
to hunt and sell the hunted game for money to meet 
the other needs of the family. Still another practical 
reason found for hunting, among the Nagas whose 
main stay of economy is agriculture, is to prevent 
the animals and birds from damaging agricultural 
crops.  Besides counting on all the above reasons 
for hunting, adhering to the intrinsic value of 
transferring traditional knowledge in the technique 
of hunting and trapping devices and method of its 
application, are found to be some of the important 
factors influencing the continuity of this primitive 
origin culture.  
Indigenous hunting methods   
Hunting activities are carried out on both 
far and close proximity and takes place in different 
time and places according to the taste of an 
individual hunter.  Hunting for a day return plan is 
of one kind, and hunting for more than a day 
camping and halting in the jungle is of another 
kind. When it comes to hunting expedition, even 
the number of hunters varies depending on the 
number of days the group takes for hunting. 
However, usually hunting with friends is common 
when it comes to engaging for more than a day. 
The types of animals that are commonly hunted 
include wild boar, Himalayan black bear, barking 
deer, civet cat, jungle cat, pangolin, sambar, 
antelope, mongoose, porcupine, fruit bat and 
squirrel. Birds like jungle fowl, hill myna, green 
pigeon, emerald dove, spotted dove, bulbul, koel, 
owl and royal pigeon are some of the common 
birds which are hunted through various traditional 
hunting and trapping devices. Some of the different 
types of hunting methods that were followed since 
ancient past are as follows: 
 (i)Traditional persistence hunting 
Compared with other hunting methods 
“persistence hunting is, given the right conditions, 
an effective method with a relatively good success 
rate and meat yield” (Liebenberg, 2006, p.1022). 
Before the invention of modern weapons, 
persistence hunting with spears and dogs from an 
individual level to joint community level of 
participation was one of the most efficient and 
common forms of hunting. A better and larger team 
of hunters can track much faster than an individual 
on his own. The difficult task, however, for the 
tiring hunter is to keep on the right track of the 
animal since its tracks must be distinguished from 
those of the other animals. When the animal is still 
running strongly, this can be very difficult, but 
when it starts to show signs of tiring, it becomes 
easier to distinguish its tracks. Hunting in the past 
therefore was mostly a test of persistence and 
physical endurance in all the cases of different 
hunting methods with which a hunter paid the price 
for his day. Some of the traditional persistence 
hunting includes: 
(a) Hunting with dogs  
Dog has high degree of „sensibility‟ when 
it comes to hunting wild animals. Dogs are 
particularly useful and employed in hunting the 
ground dwelling animals such as wild deer, boar, 
reptiles etc. The dogs usually start giving signal by 
barking once they sense the presence of animals. 
They follow the scent down the valley at their top 
speed, yapping vociferously; while the dog‟s owner 
will cheer them on from behind so as to encourage 
them not to give up the hunt. Likewise the yapping 
of the dogs informs the hunters about whereabouts 
of the game and the direction it is taking, for the 
thick jungle prevents anything from being seen. 
(b) Hunting with spear  
Hunting with spear was another common 
practice before the invention of modern weapons 
and devices. Spears are of two types, the earliest 
traditional type of spear was made of bamboo and 
wood from a particular tree, locally called chűsosu 
among the Chakhesang Naga tribe. The use of this 
particular wooden spear is more common, because 
it can not only pierce through the body, but also 
can poison animals to death slowly when they get 
pierced by it. It contains saw dust powder on it. 
The other type of spear is made of iron which is 
more of later invention and which people 
commonly use even today for different purposes. 
Hutton, while describing the hunting culture of the 
Angami tribe mentions that if animals come within 
a range of twenty yards of the spears, the hunt for 
that particular deer is definite, for a running deer at 
twenty yards is a fair target for a Naga spear 
(Hutton, 1921). 
(c) Hunting with catapult  
 Another common tradition of persistence 
hunting is the use of catapult with round shape mud 
marble made of elastic band for shooting birds and 
small animals like rats and squirrels. It is a 
common practice even today especially among the 
youngsters of the hunting community and provides 
the hunter an additional hunting weapon. The 
catapults are of two types- one is made of elastic 
rubber band and the other which is more 
traditional, is made of cane and bamboo in the 
shape of cross bow. 
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 (ii) Hunting with guns  
  Hunting with guns apart from traditional 
persistence hunting is another common way of 
hunting among the Nagas today. This type of 
hunting is done in agricultural fields, jungles and 
forest where animals come to feed themselves in 
different seasons and places. It includes hunting in 
places where animals come to dip and drink in 
open well during full moon night or complete 
moonless night. Another type of hunting with gun 
is also carried out on an open ground field in the 
plains of jungles and forest where animals often 
pass by for their regular diet on green leaves and 
plants. 
Guns are of relatively recent origin and 
have become the common practice of in present 
days along with other types of hunting mentioned 
above. Muzzle loading gun is the common type of 
gun used by the hunters today which are locally 
made, available and present in almost every 
household of the hunters‟ community. Today with 
the invention of many new modern weapons, 
hunting with gun has become common and popular 
with easier and higher probability to hunt faster 
than hunting with dog, spear and catapult. While 
describing the expert of a hunter, Hutton describes 
that an Angami Naga hunter can move through the 
jungle as silently as a leopard (Hutton, 1921). 
 Different types of trapping device and method  
There are different trapping methods and 
devices meant differently for both animals and 
birds. Likewise, the names of trapping devices also 
changes from one tribe to another among the 
Nagas. Some of the common traditional trapping 
methods include: 
 (a) Pitfall traps 
The use of these pitfall traps among the 
Nagas was one of the first common traditional 
kinds of trapping device made for wild animals. It 
is made by making large hole by digging pit from 
earth. It ranges from six to sixteen feet deep with 
sharp arrows made of wood and bamboo stuck all 
over the bottom which is then covered with thin 
branches, leaves, and earth spread carefully over 
the top. This type of trap was one of the earliest 
trapping device methods found in all hunter 
communities among the Nagas. Today pitfall traps 
are hardly seen and practice. Nevertheless, there 
are numbers of sites still available as evidence for 
this primitive trapping device. 
 (b) Traditional fall traps 
Traditional fall traps were also commonly 
employed for trapping animals. This is prepared by 
a log being weighted with heavy stones and placed 
over a run in such a manner that the animal when 
passing underneath displaces a stick which releases 
the string by which the log is suspended. This sort 
of trap is usually employed for the smaller animals 
like jungle cats. Sometimes they used and put live 
rats and fruits as bait on this type of trapping 
device.  
(c) Bamboo arrow traps 
This was made by preparing and keeping 
sharp small arrows made of bamboo which are 
stuck all over the ground on a slope by preparing 
break wall for an animal to jump on the regular 
route where animals daily roam around. For this the 
jungle on each side of the field is also fenced to 
induce the animal to take the required path. Like 
pitfall trap, it is also rarely practice today.  
 (d) Iron traps 
 These types of iron traps is of more recent 
origin and practice, started with the coming of iron 
material compared to the other trapping devices 
mentioned above. There are different traps meant 
for both animals and birds according to the size of 
the traps. These types of traps are usually set up 
and employed on the regular passage of animal‟s 
route for ground dwelling animals and birds. 
(e) Bamboo snares 
Bamboo snares are found in different 
types and are known in different names among the 
Nagas, but the most common of all is made of 
bamboo or cane and are used largely by setting up 
either at the edge of the rice fields and in the jungle 
for birds and smaller ground dwelling animals. 
Snares are also set up after clearing the jungle 
where the animals and birds are largely present and 
for that, the jungle, on each side of the run, is 
fenced to induce the animals and birds to take the 
required path. 
(f) Birdlime traps 
Naga traditional way of trapping birds 
followed the use of adhesive bird lime. The locally 
made adhesive bird lime can be obtained from the 
fruits of a particular tree and are usually set up in 
places where birds usually come to drink water. 
This type of trapping method is called dzughara, 
among the Chakhesang Naga tribe. It is also set by 
spreading on a branch or twig upon the boughs of 
any tree which bear fruits or flowers where birds 
may land and be caught. Bird lime is also used in 
wet paddy fields. It is smeared on a single pole 
stick for birds to sit upon and in the branches of 
fruit trees to entangle its wings and feathers. 
(g) Rope snares 
Another device similar to bamboo snare 
described earlier is simple rope snares of different 
type. They are set for animals like deer at the edges 
of rice fields. There are snares which are also 
employed for birds and small ground dwelling 
animals. The materials used for this method of 
trapping are commonly made from different types 
of robes including plastic and iron strings. 
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(h) Spear and gun traps  
This type of trapping is done with spears 
and guns. This is done with the help of a rope with 
an attempt that when animals step upon or slip on 
the rope laid on its way, the spears tied with the 
rope releases and animals get killed by the spears 
which pierce through the body. Likewise, the same 
method is applied with the gun which is loaded and 
tied on the rope. For this, accurate height of traps to 
be set up has to be carefully studied and measured 
by identifying the kind of animals to be targeted 
and hunt. However, this type of device involves 
high life risk as it causes harm and injury to those 
who happen to pass by the trapping site unaware. 
Therefore, careful precautionary measures are 
usually taken to avoid such accidents before setting 
up this type of device.  
Traditional rules of sharing the game 
There are certain customs and traditions that 
are followed even today among the Nagas when a 
hunter kills wild animals. The rules and conditions 
of sharing are applicable differently among 
different tribal groups of the Nagas from an 
individual level to group members. To take the case 
of the Chakhesang Nagas, the first person who laid 
his hands on the animal is entitled to claim the 
head. In the event of a dispute between two or more 
claims, it shall be resolved through oath-taking. 
Oath taking depicts truthfulness and honesty which 
can be done individually or as a party. If one takes 
a false oath, punishment and afflictions will befall 
on the person as consequences of taking false oath 
publicly. Going by the rule of sharing the hunted 
game, parts like head, lungs, heart and lower part 
of a leg will go to the owner as part of his due 
share. If there are more than two members of 
hunters, part of another leg will be given to the 
eldest one among the team members. Other parts of 
the animal body will be shared equally by the team 
members. The owner of a hunting dog which takes 
part in a hunt is always entitled to take the dog‟s 
share and part of this share is always given to the 
dog. It is also a tradition to give some share to the 
village chief to invoke his blessings.  
 Significance of dream related to hunting and 
trapping 
Hutton remarks, every Angami dreams 
before going for hunting and believes most heartily 
in the truth of such prognostications, and, at any 
rate with certain dreamers, these hunting dreams 
have a remarkable way of coming true (Hutton, 
1921). Beliefs in dream related symbols and signs 
determine the day of a hunter among the Nagas till 
today. For instance, to dream of chopping and 
carrying of firewood or wooden trunks are positive 
signs among the Chakhesang Nagas. Likewise, to 
dream of collecting and carrying firewood 
particularly of trees having thorn on its surface is 
expected to hunt animals like porcupine which has 
thorn on its body. To mention more, it is also 
believed that dreaming of having or receiving guest 
in the house is another positive sign of that would 
bring good fortune on hunting expedition.  
The sizes of wild animals expected to 
meet and hunt are also predetermined in dreams 
according to young and old age or the meaning of a 
person‟s name one gets in dreams. For some 
hunters if they get the dream of piercing a man to 
dead with his spear or shot dead with his gun, are 
also positive signs. Likewise, if it is not likely to 
come across any animals in hunting day out 
expedition, the same will be revealed in dream. For 
instance, in a dream where throwing a spear at the 
trunk of a tree and could not hit or pierce the target 
properly is the sign that a hunter will get a chance 
to shoot and hunt animals. However, in such cases, 
initially it will wound away animals and the hunter 
might have to chase for some distance till the last 
stop of animals breathe, to receive his prize. Beliefs 
and interpretation of the dream-related symbols and 
signs still hold an important place among the Nagas 
in general. It is still a matter of concern which one 
cannot overlook and take it for granted. It is 
considered and taken as a message of both 
assurance and precaution.  
Dreams are therefore highly counted in 
determining the daily life and activities of the 
Nagas. On the importance of dream, Epao 
describes in his book that, a Naga will not 
undertake any risk of important work and activities 
without consulting the meaning of a dream. 
Dreams foretell prosperity, good harvest, favorable 
and unfavorable war. The significance of dream is 
given due as important as the prophecy of the 
primitive man (Epao, 1993). Today, despite the 
widespread of education and Christianity among 
the Nagas, which extensively played an important 
factor for dispelling all sorts of superstitious fears, 
belief in dream-related signs and symbols, still 
holds an important factor in the life of every Naga 
and it becomes more important when it comes to 
hunting and trapping expedition. 
Traditional knowledge and beliefs system  
Apart from dream related belief systems, 
another equally important factor is the traditional 
knowledge and belief system prevailing among the 
hunters communities. While going for hunting, a 
Naga hunter cannot talk to any person on his way 
for fear that he may not find animal or bird (Epao, 
1993). Another interesting traditional practice and 
belief among the hunters community of the 
Chakhesang Naga tribe is interestingly shown 
while determining the luck and favor of a hunter‟s 
day by an act of testing luck with two small pieces 
of stick of the size of match sticks. Sometimes even 
leaves of plants are used for the same. This act of 
test is done by throwing the sticks on the ground 
and accordingly the luck and favor of a hunter is 
sought and judged by the position of the sticks 
resulted on the ground. For instance, if the edges of 
the two sticks directly are positioned and faced 
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each other or if they are positioned and crossed one 
upon the other in a position of „X‟ symbol, there 
are high chances to meet  animals once a hunter 
reaches the site of hunting area. Likewise, if the 
sign shows different opposite directions in parallel 
or vertical manner, then it is considered as a bad 
sign.  
Signs of warnings, favor including the 
time of the day a hunter is expected to meet 
animals are all sought, determined and presupposed 
by traditional symbolic practices whose belief is 
exhibited through symbols in action. This is how 
the value of traditional knowledge system is 
transferred from one generation to another. Hutton 
in his book also describes similar practices found 
among the Angami Naga tribe since early twentieth 
century where he mentioned that the ordinary 
method used by the Angamis, when any sort of 
hunt is to be undertaken, is that of slicing a twig on 
to the ground or a flat stone and watching the fall 
of the slices.  The methods of interpretation 
apparently vary with different persons. These 
omens are always taken, and occasionally an 
unfavorable result will deter a hunting party from 
further proceedings (Hutton, 1921). Schematic 
drawings of the stick prophesy among the 
Chakhesang Naga tribe is given below. 
 
 
Traditional rules of sharing the game 
There are certain customs and traditions that 
are followed even today among the Nagas when a 
hunter kills wild animals. The rules and conditions 
of sharing are applicable differently from an 
individual level to group members among different 
tribes of the Nagas. To take the case of the 
Chakhesang Naga tribe, the first person who laid 
his hands on the animal is entitled to claim the 
head. In the event of a dispute between two or more 
claims, it shall be resolved through oath-taking. 
Oath taking depicts truthfulness and honesty which 
can be done individually or as a party. If one takes 
a false oath, punishment and afflictions will befall 
on the person as consequences of taking false oath 
publicly. Going by the rule of sharing the hunted 
game, parts like head, lungs, heart and lower part 
of a leg will go to the owner as part of his due 
share. If there are more than two members of 
hunters, part of another leg will be given to the 
eldest one among the team members. Other parts of 
the animal body will be shared equally by the team 
members. The owner of a hunting dog which takes 
part in a hunt is always entitled to take the dog‟s 
share and part of this share is always given to the 
dog. It is also a tradition to give some share to the 
village chief to invoke blessings.  
Concluding remarks 
Irrespective of both close and far 
proximity of hunting areas, Nagas continue to hunt 
and trap through the deployment of different 
traditional devices and techniques along with other 
activities like fishing, domestication of animals, 
and agriculture. Hunting in the past was mostly a 
test of persistence involving physical endurance 
through different hunting methods. It was through 
persistence hunting a hunter paid the price for his 
day. The concepts of hunting, including different 
types of trapping methods are linked to multiple 
factors pertaining to the existing physical region, 
social and economic life of the people. Adhering to 
the intrinsic value of transferring traditional skills 
and knowledge through different methods and 
deployment of hunting and trapping devices played 
important influencing factors for the continuity of 
this primitive culture.  
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